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ABSTRACT 
 
Andrew Read: An Analysis of Search Firm Success In College Football Head Coach Hiring 
(Under the direction of Nels Popp) 
 
 As a result of increased importance in the success of football programs, a number of 
athletic directors have elected to use the services of a search firm as an aid in the hiring of a new 
football coach. The purpose of this study is to determine whether search firms outperform 
athletic directors in successful football coaching hires. Coaches hired between 2005 and 2014 
and currently employed by the school that hired them had data collected on their winning 
percentage, recruiting rankings, and NCAA infractions.  Coaches were determined whether they 
were hired by a search firm or without outside help.  Means were compared between the two 
groups. Means showed no significant difference in the two groups in the three areas compared. 
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CHAPTER I: SEARCH FIRMS 
INTRODUCTION 
The cost of a Division I college football coach is rising rapidly. College football coaches 
are the highest paid public employee in 27 U.S. states (Comen, 2016). According to Berkowitz 
(2016) this number is rising, with head coaches at Power Five conference schools being paid 
nearly $3.5 million in 2016.  He found when the 2016 NCAA football season began, 20 coaches 
were going to be paid more than $4 million, including nine of 14 in the SEC, where the median 
compensation is nearly $4.2 million. Just 10 years ago, only one coach made over $3 million. 
From 2005 until 2012, the median Division 1 head football coach’s salary rose by 97% (Curtis, 
2014). These high cost hires mean the schools expect the coach to succeed immediately. To aid 
the hiring process, many schools utilize search firms to help them with the process and decision 
making. 
Many of the major sports news outlets, such as ESPN, Sports Illustrated, and Bleacher 
Report, have examined how these search firms operate. For the 2016 offseason, firms charged 
anywhere from $25,000 to $120,000 (Solomon, 2016). ESPN’s Jeff Goodman was asked about 
his position on search firms hiring coaches and responded with a strong hatred for the usage of 
them. He also brought up the fact that Kentucky was turned down by four coaches before they 
hired John Calipari. He goes on to say that the press conference is irrelevant and what matters 
most is whether the coach hired actually wins games. Goodman thinks if an athletic director 
needs to pay a search firm $75,000 to tell them who to hire, then they shouldn’t have their job. 
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(Experts Roundtable) While arguments can be made on both sides regarding search firms, there 
seems to be no research on how well these search firms actually do when hiring coaches. To do 
this research, exploration needs to be done on the factors that coaches and administrators alike 
view as the most important metrics for a coach to be considered successful. If search firms can 
hire better coaches than athletic directors, then coaches hired by search firms should outperform 
those coaches hired by an athletic director. 
STATEMENT OF PURPOSE 
The purpose of this study is to determine whether search firms outperform athletic 
directors in successful football coaching hires. Specifically, the study addressed the following 
research questions. 
RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
RQ1 – Is there a statistically significant difference in winning percentage between FBS football 
coaches hired by search firms and those not hired by search firms 
RQ2 – Is there a statistically significant difference in APR between teams with FBS football 
coaches hired by search firms and those not hired by search firms 
RQ3 – Is there a statistically significant difference in recruiting class rankings for FBS football 
coaches hired by search firms and those not hired by search firms 
RQ4 – Is there a statistically significant difference in the number of infractions occurring during 
the tenure of FBS football coaches hired by search firms and those not hired by search firms 
OPERATIONAL DEFINITIONS 
24/7Sports Composite-  a proprietary algorithm that compiles rankings and ratings listed in the 
public domain by the major media recruiting services, creating the industry's most 
comprehensive and unbiased prospect and team rankings. Operated by 24/7 Sports. 
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APR- The Academic Progress Rate is a measure introduced by the National Collegiate Athletic 
Association (NCAA) to track student-athletes’ chances of graduation 
Recruiting class ranking- a ranking of the recruits each college football team brings in during the 
recruiting period compared to other schools. 
Scandal – a Level I or II infraction committed by the team listed in the NCAA’s major infraction 
database. 
Search firm – any private, for profit, firm or organization that helps an athletic department hire a 
coach or athletic director 
ASSUMPTIONS 
1. The research methods used are valid, reliable, and conducted thoroughly. 
LIMITATIONS 
1. Recruiting rankings are only available dating back to 2002. 
2. APR rankings are only available dating back to 2004. 
DELIMITATIONS  
1. Limited to only FBS level coaches 
SIGNIFICANCE OF STUDY 
Athletic directors are sometimes spending over $100,000 on executive search firms to 
help with coaching searches (Solomon, 2016). Are they getting their money’s worth on these 
deals? A lot of research has been done regarding how much athletic departments are paying to 
use search firms, but no research has shown whether the money is well spent. Using quantifiable 
data, significant differences between coaches hired by a search firm or hired by their athletic 
director will be sought. While this study cannot measure the secrecy and efficiency that search  
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firms tout among their benefits, this study will research the factors suggested to be the most 
important in evaluating success of coaches. By providing evidence to support one hiring method 
as more successful than another, the hope is to determine if search firms are worth the money 
spent on them. 
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CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW 
This chapter outlines the research of search firms in sports, including their uses in hiring 
coaches and athletic administrators. Research into the usage of search firms in other business 
sectors will also be explored. Once summarized, the chapter will define possible factors used by 
administrations when terminating coaches. These factors will include wins and losses, graduation 
rates and academic scores, recruiting success, and NCAA sanctions and infractions. The 
following research and studies will help provide a context in which the current study is being 
conducted. Institutional isomorphism is used as the framework under which the research is 
conducted, which Cunningham defines as “the process that forces organizations within a 
population to resemble one another” (Cunningham, 2001). This theory suggests that all athletic 
departments and their directors are operating with similar goals and similar constraints. This 
aligns with research done by Danylchuk and Chelladrui (1999) on Canadian universities 
suggesting athletic directors focused on the similar areas of their jobs. This theory guides our 
study. Once finished, this chapter will provide a base layer for the research conducted around 
search firm usage in college sports. 
SEARCH FIRMS IN COLLEGE 
During the 2016 college football off season, 28 FBS schools replaced their head coach 
for one reason or another. Of those 28 schools, 58% of them (16 schools) used a search firm of 
some sort to help conduct their coaching search (Solomon, 2016). According to O’Neil (2013), 
search firms may complete the following tasks for the athletic director during a coaching search: 
(a) taking all calls asking about the coaching vacancy; (b) allowing access to the firm’s database 
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with search committee members; (c) contacting coaches or agents to setup phone and in person 
interviews; (d) arranging travel and accommodations for potential hires; (e) conducting public 
records searches -- credit, criminal and motor vehicle reports; (f) confirming academic degrees; 
(g) receiving a signed statement from candidates confirming information and affirming that 
nothing else need be disclosed; (h) negotiating a contract on behalf of the university; and (i) 
receiving signed terms of an agreement from the coaching candidate and all parties before the 
introductory news conference. A survey of athletic directors, senior women administrators, 
facility athletic representatives and chief financial officers, was completed by Lutz (2012) with 
the goals of (a) determining the prevalence of the use of search firms in college athletics; (b) 
identifying the reasons why administrators choose or do not choose to hire a search firm; (c) 
comparing the investment of hiring a coach internally and hiring a coach using a search firm; (d) 
and evaluating how satisfied administrators were with the search firm process. Approximately 
50% of those surveyed thought about using a search firm to assist with the hiring process, but 
only 37% of all administrators surveyed used the search firm. FBS level administrators used 
search firms over twice as much as those from lower level (FCS) institutions. While almost 54% 
of administrators admitted to using a search firm for one hire in the past five years; no 
administrator used a search firm more than three times during the five-year time frame. Lutz also 
gathered data on the administrators’ feelings towards search firms. Those who did not use search 
firms cited the cost of the firm and the desire to control the hiring process as reasons for not 
hiring a search firm. Those who did use a search firm mentioned confidentiality and candidate 
identification/evaluation as the most important factors in engaging a firm, with firm expertise 
following closely behind. Administrators were also asked if it was important to them that other 
schools had engaged search firms in the past. On average, administrators ranked prior search 
	   7 
firm a 2.17 out of 5, indicating it was not significantly important to them. Lutz found schools that 
used a search firm to hire a coach averaged around $54,000 in costs. These same administrators 
admitted to being willing to spend over $45,000 on average to hire a coach. When comparing 
those utilizing search firms and those who hired on their own, no significant differences were 
found in the time invested in the hiring process. Most positions required between 85-170 hours 
of work whether or not a search firm was utilized. In some instances, the time spent on the hiring 
process was actually greater when the firm was used as compared to hiring on their own. Lutz 
points out an obvious contradiction as previous research stated time saved as one of the main 
reasons for engaging a search firm. The survey by Lutz also inquired into the satisfaction of 
administrators who utilized a search firm in their hiring process. The administrators were 
surveyed as being most satisfied with candidate experience, qualification, and reputation. 
However, they were also significantly less satisfied with the quantity and quality of female and 
minority candidates. The administrators surveyed as a whole were satisfied with their use of 
search firms, giving an average rating score of 3.74 out of 5 total. Those who engaged a search 
firm in the past were significantly more likely than those who had to hire a firm in the future, 
with those from FBS being more likely than those without football to use it. The administrators 
who were not likely to utilize a search firm in the future indicated that the cost of hiring a firm 
and “Other” factors that were not included in the survey were the most significant reasons why 
they would be unlikely to utilize. Overall, search firms tend to be used by schools having more 
resources in order to alleviate the risk that goes along with a high-profile position. The schools 
with fewer resources tend to be more unwilling to utilize search firms, as many believe they are 
delegating an essential responsibility. Search firms do require significant investment, but 
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administrators who use them seem to be satisfied with the process and more willing to use search 
firms in the future. 
SEARCH FIRMS IN CORPORATIONS 
This section of the literature review is set to focus on the use of search firms in the public 
sector in order to further understand their role within hiring coaches in the college athletic sector. 
Research completed by the International Association of Corporate and Professional Recruiters 
(2008), finds that of jobs in the United States paying more than $150,000 annually, 54% of them 
are filled by executive search firms. The employment services industry is growing three times 
faster than the U.S. economy overall, and between 2004 and 2007 the global executive search 
industry has seen total revenue doubled. Hamori (2010) finds that different groups have different 
beliefs for why search firms exists. Researchers bring up that economists believe in the 
efficiency-based advantages of using a search firm to hiring employees, while interviews with 
sociologists tout the search firm’s skill in mediating with two parties (a) with different interests; 
(b) gauging the intentions of both; (c) buffering them from each other; (d) ensuring 
confidentiality; and (e) resolving issues such as the compensation.  Bergh and Gibbons (2011) 
conducted analysis of 118 client firms that publicly announced the hiring of management 
consulting firms. Their analysis found that the stock market, on average, responded positively 
and significantly to the news of the hiring of a consulting firm. In addition, the consultant’s 
brand-name reputation did not affect the stock market reaction to the hiring announcement; 
companies using the most well-known consultants (e.g.McKinsey & Company, Bain, Boston 
Consulting Group, Booz-Allen Hamilton) did not garner a different market response than those 
clients that employed the other, less well known consultants. Overall, many of the companies 
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that publicly announced the hiring of management consultants experienced a rise in their market 
value and those that had the highest financial profitability realized the highest increase.  
FACTORS IN COACHING DECISIONS 
Wins and Losses 
Athletic department have a lot of expectations of their head coaches, with winning being 
one of the most significant. In a research study conducted by Holmes (2011), he determined that 
wins and losses are one of the strongest determinants for the dismissal of coaches.  Wins within 
the previous three seasons are the greatest factor in keeping a coach on staff. But wins from more 
than three years ago actually increase the probability of dismissal due to increased expectations 
on the coach. In a study done by Grant (2013), research was done into what factors impacted a 
college football coach’s compensation and a model was produced that showed a 10 percentage 
point increase in winning percentage added an estimated $175,000 to total annual compensation.  
Academic Progress Rate 
Research by Avery (2016) has shown that coaches that remain above the NCAA’s 
Academic Progress Rate (APR) minimum acceptable score are more likely to keep their job than 
coaches whose team is below the threshold. Avery has developed a model that estimates adding 
50 points to a team’s APR has the same effect for job retention as winning an additional game 
for a college football coach. While the model has winning and losing as a more substantial factor 
in retention of coaches, it does show that APR has an impact on the employment status of 
coaches at the FBS level. For instance, in 2012, Cal football coach Jeff Tedford was fired from 
his position, partially due to the low APR scores by the Cal football team during his tenure. 
Athletic Director Sandy Barbour (2012), in a letter to season ticket holders about the firing of 
Tedford, specifically mentioned APR in her letter and pointed out the APR was close to getting 
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them disqualified from the postseason. If a coach wants to keep his job, he must maintain 
average APR scores over the threshold or it could cost him his job. 
Recruiting 
Much research has been done with the correlation between winning and recruiting 
success. Langelett (2016) found a significant recruiting affect on team performance over the next 
five years. As a result, improved recruiting should increase winning. Caro (2012) suggests a 
model that between 63% and 80% of the variance in conference winning percentage can be 
explained by average recruiting rankings. Dronyk-Trosper and Stitzel (2015) have determined 
that successful teams do see a statistically significant beneficial effect from pulling in more 
highly rated recruit classes. These studies show recruiting is a vital part of winning and for a 
coach to succeed, he needs to be able to recruit at the highest level in his conference. Dumond 
(2008) found, over a 5-year period, that college football teams that won the most games and 
finished at the top of the ranking at the end of the year were also signing higher ranked recruits 
in comparison to their competition. 
Infractions 
 Intercollegiate athletic infractions bring about a lot of negative attention to a coach and 
his institution. So much so that research done by Holmes (2011) found that regardless of length 
of tenure of the coach, the probability of a coach being fired is significantly higher for those who 
receive an NCAA sanction compared to coaches who have never received one. However, 
research by Soebbing, Tutka, and Seifried (2015) has shown that there is not a significant impact 
of the lack of NCAA violations on a coach’s potential for promotion. Combining the two 
research studies means that a violation can hurt a coach, while the lack of violations does not 
help a coach in his search for a promotion. For a head coach to be successful, they must steer 
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clear of the NCAA Committee on Infractions in order to succeed as a head coach. Ohio State 
Buckeyes head coach Jim Tressel was one of the most successful coaches in the history of the 
program, but he was forced to resign amid an improper benefits scandal that took place under his 
watch. This firing aligns perfectly with the two previous findings that infractions don’t help 
promotion and can hurt even the most effective head coaches.  
CONCLUSION 
There is research done into how search firms work in corporate settings (Hamori, 2010) 
and how these search firms actually helped increase stock prices for the companies that hired 
them (Hamori, 2010). Research is also done on how search firms work in college sports 
(Solomon, 2016). Athletic directors have been asked for their thoughts on using search firms 
(Lutz, 2012). Literature has been written about the different areas that a coach can succeed in as 
well, such as winning (Holmes, 2011) or recruiting (Langlett, 2016) but, there is no direct answer 
to the question “are search firms worth it in college football?” This study will look at the coaches 
“after the press conference” and see how they compare based on the hiring process that they 
went through. Search firms like to tout all of their benefits, such as privacy or efficiency (O’Neil, 
2013), but they’ve never proven how successful they are at hiring coaches that succeed in areas 
important to athletic directors. The aim of this study is to determine the true effectiveness of the 
search firm process and answer so many of the headlines. 
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY 
The population of the study was all of the schools in Division I Football Bowl 
Subdivision that hired new coaches between 2005 and 2014 and still employ the coach that they 
hired, a total of 58 schools 
It was easy to determine which programs hired a new coach during this time period. 
However, categorizing the hiring as athletic director lead or search firm lead was more difficult 
because not all athletic departments release information regarding whether or not they used a 
search firm. This was done by researching websites of different search firms and reading 
newspaper and website articles from coaches being fired. 
DATA COLLECTION 
The variables of interest included: (a) conference winning percentage, (b) recruiting 
rankings, (c) academic progress rates and (d) infractions. These variables were collected for a 
coach’s first three seasons of his tenure. Conference winning percentage was readily available on 
the athletic department website for each school. Team recruiting rankings were found via 24/7 
Sports composite rankings. The 247Sports Composite Rating is a proprietary algorithm that 
compiles prospect "rankings" and "ratings" listed in the public domain by the major media 
recruiting services. It converts average industry ranks and ratings into a linear composite index 
capping at 1.0000, which indicates a consensus No. 1 prospect across all services. It uses these 
individual rankings for recruits and adds all of a team’s prospects together to get a team score. 
The team scores are then converted to a ranking, which is what is recorded in the study. 
Academic success was determined by using a team’s academic progress rate (APR). APR was 
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developed by the NCAA to hold institutions accountable for the academic progress of their 
student-athletes. It is calculated through a team-based metric that accounts for the eligibility and 
retention of each student-athlete for each academic term. The NCAA has a database for APR 
scores dating back to the 2004-2005 academic year. The current APR database only has up to the 
2014-2015 academic year, which limited the number of coaches with 3 years of data. This gave a 
n of only 32. Infractions are defined as Level I or II violations committed by the team and listed 
in the NCAA’s major infraction database. Level I violations are considered to be severe breaches 
of conduct, while Level II are considered to be significant breaches of conduct. These two levels 
were chosen because they are the only ones considered significant enough to be counted in the 
NCAA’s major infraction database. Any violation less than that is considered to be minimal in 
impact and are self-reported by the schools themselves. 
In the statistical tests to determine findings, each of the variables had data collected for 
the new coach’s first three seasons.  
To compare winning percentage, means scores for the first three seasons were calculated, 
then the means were compared between coaches hired by a search firm and those not hired by a 
search firm. To compare recruiting success, means scores for the first three seasons were 
calculated, then the means were compared between coaches hired by a search firm and those not 
hired by a search firm. To compare academic progress rates, means scores for the first three 
seasons were calculated, then the means were compared between coaches hired by a search firm 
and those not hired by a search firm. To compare infractions, means scores for the first three 
seasons were calculated, then the means were compared between coaches hired by a search firm 
and those not hired by a search firm. 
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DATA ANALYSIS 
The null hypothesis in the study was, “there was no difference in conference winning 
percentage, recruiting rankings, academic success or infractions in the coaches hired by search 
firms in comparison to the coaches not hired by search firms.” To test the null hypothesis 
descriptive statistics were gathered and means were compared for the four success measures. 
Descriptive statistics were used because data was gathered on the entire population, not a 
representative sample. 
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CHAPTER IV: RESULTS 
The purpose of this study is to determine whether search firms outperform athletic 
directors in successful football coaching hires. Quantitative data were obtained to measure 
differences in winning percentage, recruiting, infractions, and Academic Progress Rates for the 
coaches hired by search firms and the coaches hired by athletic directors. Data were collected for 
the first three seasons of a coach’s career and then mean scores were calculated. The research 
found that of the 58 coaches in the population, 34 of them were hired by the athletic department. 
The other 24 coaches were hired with assistance from a search firm. Table 1 shows the 
comparison between Power 5 schools and Group of 5 schools in the population and their method 
of search. 
Table 1 
  Comparing conference size and hiring method 
  Search Firm Athletic Department 
Group of 5 9 14 
Power 5 15 20 
 
Table 2 shows the hiring method based on how the previous coach left the position. A 
“Prior Coach Advanced” situation is one where the previous coach left to get another job or 
retired. A “Prior Coach Dismissed” situation is one where the previous coach was fired or forced 
to resign. Table 3 shows average winning percentages based on hiring method and previous 
situation, while Table 4 shows the same four groups recruiting rankings. Table 6 does the same 
with APR. An N/A is shown in Table 5 because of the 4 coaches qualified as a being hired by a 
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search firm in a position where the previous coach advanced, none of them had three years of 
APR data available through the APR database. 
Table 2 
  Comparing situation and hiring method 
  Search Firm Athletic Department 
Advanced 4 17 
Dismissed 20 17 
	  
 
 
Table 3 
  Comparing situation and hiring method by winning percentage 
  Search Firm Athletic Department 
Advanced 0.491 0.616 
Dismissed 0.473 0.430 
 
Table 4 
  Comparing situation and hiring method by recruiting ranking 
  Search Firm Athletic Department 
Advanced 84.75 63.86 
Dismissed 53.83 60.86 
 
Table 5 
  Comparing situation and hiring method by APR 
  Search Firm Athletic Department 
Advanced N/A 965.6 
Dismissed 954 959.7 
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COMPARING RESULTS FOR SUCCESS MEASURES 
In Tables 6-8, descriptive statistics were utilized to show the differences in means of the 
two hiring methods for three success measures. Table 6 shows the mean winning percentage of 
coaches hired by athletic directors was 4.8 points higher than coaches hired by search firms. In 
Table 7, data shows that coaches hired by search firms brought in a recruiting class that was 3.66 
spots higher in the 24/7 composite than those coaches hired by athletic department. Athletic 
department hired coaches had an average APR 8.52 points higher than coaches hired by a search 
firm, as shown in Table 8.  
Table 6 
      Winning percentage compared by hiring method       
  Search Firm Athletic Department Overall 
  Mean 1 SD 1 Mean2 SD2 Mean 3 SD 3 
Winning PCT 0.476 0.21 0.524 0.226 0.504 0.218 
n = 58 
       
Table 7 
      Recruiting rankings compared by hiring method       
  Search Firm   
Athletic Department 
  
Overall 
  
  Mean 1 SD 1 Mean2 SD2 Mean 3 SD 3 
Recruiting 58.611 36.157 62.274 39.191 60.7 37.684 
n = 58 
       
Table 8 
      Academic Progress rate compared by hiring method       
  Search Firm Athletic Department Overall 
  Mean 1 SD 1 Mean2 SD2 Mean 3 SD 3 
APR 954 13.7 962.52 15.2 959.06 15.878 
n = 32 
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The fourth success measure is infractions. Research revealed only five total Level I/II infractions 
in the NCAA database. However, four of the five infractions were by schools whose coach at the 
time of the punishment was hired by a search firm. 
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CHAPTER V: DISCUSSION 
Data was gathered on success measures for college football coaches in order to determine 
the difference between athletic departments and search firms in coach hiring. The goal of this 
discussion chapter is to explain the findings presented in Chapter IV  
CROSSTABS 
 Looking at the results from the crosstabs, when comparing conference size and usage of 
search firms, both Power 5 schools and Group of 5 schools used search firms for around 43% of 
their hires. This evidence shows there are similar percentages between conference size and usage 
of the search firm process. These findings do not align with the the popular mantra of the 
“haves” and the “have-nots” in college football. Group of 5 schools are not less likely to use a 
search firm to hire their football coach just because they are in a smaller conference or have 
smaller budgets. There are real differences between Power 5 schools and Group of 5 schools, but 
search firm usage is not one of the areas where that difference shows itself. 
The results from the crosstab on coaching situation and method revealed interesting 
findings. When the prior coach was dismissed, meaning that the coach was fired or asked to 
resign, there is a 54% usage for search firm and a 46% usage for athletic departments. This 
number is a little different from the 43/57 split for the two groups as a whole. However, when 
you look at the “good” situations, it’s even more of a drastic difference. Of the current coaches, 
21 of them were hired into situations considered “good” and of those 21, 17 of them were hired 
by the athletic department. Just 4 of those hires were assisted by the use of a search firm. This 
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shows an interesting look into how athletic directors think. When the situation is going well and 
the team is winning prior to the coach’s departure, athletic directors seem to be more likely to 
just complete the search themselves, whether that be promoting one of the coordinators, or 
finding someone outside on their own. However, when the new coach is being hired into a bad 
situation, athletic directors are much more likely to use a search firm when compared to all hires 
as a whole. This could be due to administrators being worried about trying to turn the program 
around and “sparing no expense” to convince boosters and fans that schools are trying to get the 
best coach possible. This aligns with quotes by Todd Turner, who says ““There is such a sense of 
urgency to hire the perfect person. I’ve heard administrators say, ‘I’ve got to get this right.’ You 
really start to understand the pressures they’re under.” (Smith, 2011) The evidence suggests that 
if an AD is trying to hire a coach and the team is already doing well and winning, this leads to 
athletic directors being less likely to use the search firm. While not every individual hire can be 
categorized this way, it does seem to fit a pattern. 
WINNING PERCENTAGE 
 When looking at conference winning percentage, coaches hired by search firms had a 
winning percentage of .476, while those hired by athletic departments had a winning percentage 
of .524. Over an 8 game conference schedule, search firm coaches won 3.8 games a season, 
while athletic department hired coaches won 4.2 games. The average for the entire population is 
a .504 winning percentage, or 4 out of 8 games. This small difference could be explained by the 
crosstabs presented earlier. Of the 24 coaches hired by search firms, 20 of them were hired 
because the previous coach was dismissed, either by a firing or forced resignation. Table 3 shows 
that in these scenarios, the replacements hired by a search firm win games around 47% of the 
time, while those hired by athletic department win around 43% of the time. However, when 
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looking at coaches moving into a scenario where the previous coach advanced into a better 
position, the results are much different. The winning percentage of coaches hired by search firms 
into “Previous Coach Advanced” is 49%, while the athletic department hired coaches winning 
percentage is around 61%. There is little difference between the two groups when the team was 
already bad, but when the team is good and the coach moved on to better things, the athletic 
department is far better at replacing the coach than a search firm would be. 
RECRUITING 
 Comparing the two groups in recruiting rankings, little to no differences stand out 
between the two. Search firms average rankings on the 24/7 Composite was 58, while the 
average ranking for the athletic department hired coaches was 62. With 128 total schools in FBS, 
both groups average right around the middle, with the average for the entire population of the 
study at 60. Recruiting rankings are the only one of the four success measures where search 
firms outperformed athletic departments, but even so, only minimally. However, when you break 
the results down based on previous coach’s either advancement or dismissal, significant results 
begin to show. When the previous coach was dismissed, search firm hired coaches brought in an 
average recruiting class around 54th, while athletic department hired coaches’ recruiting class 
was 61st on average. But when the previous coach advanced, the search firm lead hires had an 
average of 85th, while the athletic department coaches averaged 64th. Once again, just like 
winning percentage there is little difference between the two groups when the team was already 
bad, but when the team is good and the coach moved on to better things, the athletic department 
is far better at replacing the coach than a search firm would be when it comes to recruiting 
rankings. 
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ACADEMIC PROGRESS RATE 
 Academic Progress Rate had no real differences between hiring method. Search firm 
coaches had an average APR of 954, while athletic department coaches average was around 962. 
While there is not a real difference, both are high enough to be clear of the 930 required by the 
NCAA to participate in championships. When looking just at coaches that were taking over for a 
previous coach that was fired, search firms hired coaches had an average APR of 954, while 
athletic department hired coaches was a 959. There is very little difference of the two groups, no 
matter which comparison is used, considering the research by Avery (2016) that says a coach 
needs to add 50 points to the APR for it to effect retention the same as one win. If an athletic 
director is trying to hire a new coach and cannot decide which method to use, how each method 
impacts APR should not play a factor. 
INFRACTIONS 
 While there were not a lot of instances of infractions as defined by the NCAA, the 
findings did show small differences. Of the 5 infractions found, 4 of them were attributed to 
coaches hired by search firms. Of the 34 total coaches hired by athletic directors, only 1 was 
attributed with a scandal, which is just under 3%. On the other side, 4 of the 24 coaches hired by 
search firms were attributed with infractions, which is almost 17%. This also does not take into 
consideration whether or not the infractions were committed under the old coaching staff or the 
new one. Neither are high, but if an athletic director has a football team coming off a recent 
scandal and is looking to hire the next coach, this number may sway them to keeping the hire in 
house. 
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CONCLUSION 
 Overall, there were no real differences between the two methods in any of the success 
measures when you looked at the two groups as a whole. Both groups produced similar numbers 
in winning percentage, recruiting rankings, and Academic Progress Rates. However, differences 
were shown when you looked at the situation of the hiring and the search method used. When a 
coach was taking over for a coach who had advanced onto another school, the data showed that a 
search firm did much worse in conference winning percentage and recruiting rankings. Those 
coaches hired by the athletic department won more games in conference and recruited better 
when the previous coach either retired or moved onto better things. This phenomenon could be 
explained by a few things. A lot of times the coach took a bigger and better job because the team 
won a lot of games. Those teams that won in past seasons continued to win because of the talent 
they had. The literature review talked about how teams that won did better in recruiting as well, 
so that could explain the recruiting rankings. This is significant because if a team is doing well 
and the coach leverages that success into a better job, it does not make sense for the athletic 
director to use an outside firm. Athletic departments have proven to hire better coaches in that 
scenario and won’t cost nearly as much money as a search firm. When hiring a coach into a 
situation where the previous coach was fired, there is little difference. This is where the other 
things that a search firm touts, such as efficiency and confidentiality come into play. But when 
things are going well and the team is winning, athletic directors should trust themselves and 
make the next hire in house. 
LIMITATIONS 
 The biggest limitation to the study was the use of the most recent hire at each school. 
Some of the schools that had data collected had multiple hirings and firings during the time 
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period. The most current coach was chosen for consistency’s sake, but previous coaches can 
provide relevant data as well. When comparing the different situations a coach was taking over 
for, there were only four total coaches in our time frame that were hired by a search firm and 
taking over for a coach that advanced onto another position. There were a few limitations with 
the data on success measures as well. Recruiting rankings using the 24/7 composite only went 
back to 2002, which capped the number of current coaching hires that could be analyzed. At the 
time of publishing, Academic Progress Rates were only available from 2004-2014, which limited 
how far back coaches could be studied, but then also limited any coach hired after 2012 as well. 
While researching which schools used firms and which did not, some articles did not mention 
which specific firm was used, only saying a firm was used. This prevented any research on 
comparing specific firms to each other during the study. 
FUTURE RESEARCH 
 There are many ways this study can be expanded upon for future research. The study 
could be used to include coaches that had been fired during the time period as well. A shortened, 
more current time frame while including all coaching changes during the period would lead to 
more current and relevant results. More research could be done into the link with the situation   
the coach is taking over and the type of search that was used, especially if more instances can be 
found of search firms hiring into situations where the previous coach advanced onto another job. 
Depending on the time frame chosen, this could lead to more data points as well. This study can 
be adapted for basketball coaches too with little to no changes needed. Search firms are just as 
widely discussed in basketball. A similar setup could be used to compare athletic directors hired 
by search firms and those not. The success measures would change some, but the overall 
structure could remain the same. 
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APPENDIX A: COACHES HIRING METHOD 
Head coach School 
First 
season Firm/AD Firm Name 
Mike Gundy Oklahoma State Cowboys 2005 AD N/A 
Frank Solich Ohio Bobcats 2005 AD N/A 
Kyle Whittingham Utah Utes 2005 AD N/A 
Pat Fitzgerald Northwestern Wildcats 2006 AD N/A 
Rick Stockstill Middle Tennessee Blue Raiders 2006 Firm Parker 
Mark Dantonio Michigan State Spartans 2007 Firm NSS 
David Bailiff Rice Owls 2007 AD N/A 
Troy Calhoun Air Force Falcons 2007 AD N/A 
Nick Saban Alabama Crimson Tide 2007 Firm NSS 
David Cutcliffe Duke Blue Devils 2008 AD N/A 
Paul Johnson Georgia Tech Yellow Jackets 2008 Firm Parker 
Ken Niumatalolo Navy Midshipmen 2008 AD N/A 
Dabo Swinney Clemson Tigers 2009 Firm Carr 
Dan Mullen Mississippi State Bulldogs 2009 Firm CSS 
Bill Snyder Kansas State Wildcats 2009 AD N/A 
Jimbo Fisher Florida State Seminoles 2010 AD N/A 
Doc Holliday Marshall Thundering Herd 2010 AD N/A 
Brian Kelly Notre Dame Fighting Irish 2010 Firm Parker 
Dana Holgorsen West Virginia Mountaineers 2011 AD N/A 
Rocky Long San Diego State Aztecs 2011 AD N/A 
David Shaw Stanford Cardinal 2011 AD N/A 
Mark Hudspeth Louisiana-Lafayette Ragin' Cajuns 2011 Firm Carr 
Larry Fedora North Carolina Tar Heels 2012 Firm Carr 
Urban Meyer Ohio State Buckeyes 2012 AD N/A 
Terry Bowden Akron Zips 2012 Firm CSA 
Bob Davie New Mexico Lobos 2012 Firm CSA 
Rich Rodriguez Arizona Wildcats 2012 AD N/A 
Todd Graham Arizona State Sun Devils 2012 Firm Eastman 
Jim Mora UCLA Bruins 2012 AD N/A 
Mike Leach Washington State Cougars 2012 AD N/A 
Hugh Freeze Ole Miss Rebels 2012 Firm Eastman 
Kevin Sumlin Texas A&M Aggies 2012 AD N/A 
Steve Addazio Boston College Eagles 2013 Firm CSA 
Dave Doeren NC State Wolfpack 2013 Firm Parker 
Kliff Kingsbury Texas Tech Red Raiders 2013 AD N/A 
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Skip Holtz Louisiana Tech Bulldogs 2013 Firm Parker 
Sean Kugler UTEP Miners 2013 AD N/A 
Paul Haynes Kent State Golden Flashes 2013 Firm CSA 
Rod Carey Northern Illinois Huskies 2013 AD N/A 
Matt Wells Utah State Aggies 2013 AD N/A 
Mike MacIntyre Colorado Buffaloes 2013 Firm CSA 
Bret Bielema Arkansas Razorbacks 2013 AD N/A 
Gus Malzahn Auburn Tigers 2013 Firm ? 
Mark Stoops Kentucky Wildcats 2013 Firm N/A 
Butch Jones Tennessee Volunteers 2013 AD N/A 
Paul Petrino Idaho Vandals 2013 AD N/A 
Doug Martin New Mexico State Aggies 2013 AD N/A 
Dave Clawson Wake Forest Demon Deacons 2014 AD N/A 
James Franklin Penn State Nittany Lions 2014 AD N/A 
Jeff Monken Army Black Knights 2014 Firm CSA 
Chris Creighton Eastern Michigan Eagles 2014 AD N/A 
Chuck Martin Miami RedHawks 2014 Firm CSA 
Bryan Harsin Boise State Broncos 2014 AD N/A 
Craig Bohl Wyoming Cowboys 2014 AD N/A 
Chris Petersen Washington Huskies 2014 AD N/A 
Derek Mason Vanderbilt Commodores 2014 Firm Parker 
Blake Anderson Arkansas State Red Wolves 2014 Firm Unknown 
Bobby Petrino Louisville Cardinals 2014 AD N/A 
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